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PREFACE
What is an Ashram? This question has been put me
very often. I have not always been able to give a ready
reply to such a question. lt is not easy. In the first
place so many "Ashrams"
both Hindu and Christian
have recently sprung up in our country with apparently
no common fundamental basis or objective. Visitors
going round Ashrams find themselves often confused.
Hence this little book with an honest effort to investigate
the Ashram movement historically from the earliest
times until now and see what light there is available to
know what Ashram ideals were in ancient times and
how they were worked out in practice. But this is no
easy task and I do not possess the necessary preliminary
qualifications to undertake such a Echolarly research.
My friend Mr. P. Chenchi ah, Chief Justice, Pudukotah
has been a great help to me in this study. I would not
have ventured into it with out his help. I am also grate.
ful for the able, co mprehensive and , thought-provoking
introduction he has written. Thanks are also due to the
Rev. E. Sa varira yan of Vellore for his assistance in
reading the proofs and seeing the book through the
press.
"They shall bring the glory and honour of the
nations into it", proclaimed the sacred writer of the
Apocalypse while describing the New Jerusalem, that
great and beauteous Kingdom of God that is to be.
May it be that those who today are in the forefront of
this Ashram movement become sharers together with
the Great Master Builder in erecting this growing and
ever expanding City of God and bring into it the " glory
and honour '' of this ever our dear land and its historic
race.
SAVARIRAYAN JESUDASON.

INTRODUCTION
By JUSTICE P. CHENCHIAH, B,A,~ M,L ..
Chief Judie, Pudukottah.

No institution of ancient India is so characteristic
of its genius and practical sagacity as the Ashram.
Like human beings, it was generated by life and in
turn became the progenitor of life. Rishis gave us
Ashrams and the Ashrams gave us Rishis in return.
Many great institutions and customs of the past have
failed us. They outlived their purpose and usefulness.
Once ministers of life, they turned out to be enemies of
progress. Caste was once useful as an instrument of
social organisation. None deem it indispensable now.
Not a few of the wise feel it an irksome fetter on the
race. But Ashrams have always sen-ed us and today
they are as much a necessity as when they came into
existence ages ago.
Ashrams have unlimited potentialities and their
adaptibility has been always marvellous. Like the
photocell, their applications are innumerable. In every
.field of life - religious, social and political - Ashrams
have demonstrated their utility and suitability to Indian
conditions.
Ashrams have always been instruments of whole
life, not .sections. As in ancient times, so in our days
we put into practice our ideal of life in all its aspects in
an Ashram. Religion is not a department of life, but
life itself. So also life in Ashrams. Political, medical
and social Ashrams are misnomers. In an Ashram we
live fulllife, whole life or nothing at all.
Again it is a false notion that Ashrams are entirely
spiritual and that Rishis are eatirely religious. The
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great kings of the past were sent to Ashrams to be
trained in a11the kingly duties. They learnt archery,
love of common people, democratic principles, king-craft
and diplomacy.
Look at modern India.
Is there an aspect of
national life which does not owe its inspiration to
Ashrams? The great national program me which the
Congress Ministries have put into operation with such
commendable promptness -do they not take their birth
in Sabarmathi? All the schemes which the Prime Minister
of Madras is promulgating- have they not been thought
out in an ashram ? Can we speak of our cultural renaissance without raising the image of Shantiniketan?
When did we put India on the map of science? Was it
not when Ors. Raman, Roy and Bose turned the colleges
into ashrams or fashioned ashrams out of colleges ?
We need for implementing our national programme of
village reconstruction an army of Sadhus - tempered
and disciplined - capable of service and suffering.
Whence else can they come if not from Ashrams ?
Monasteries are refuges from life, but Ashrams are
leaders of life. They want you not to turn away from
life but live a more abundant life.
The Indian Church can come to its own only
when Ashrams rise and flourish. We need more than
all spiritual experimentation - by a group knit by love.
We need scientific research - by a band of selfless
men. VVehave to discover the meaning and value of
the creative energy called Holy spirit. We need new
discoveries if disease is to be banished and land to be
made, not the grave of the masses but their source of
livelihood - opulent livelihood. Co1Ieges and Churches
cannot produce the men we need. Councils and legislators cannot make us better men. We need Ashratni.
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The Church and the nation alike need union and
unity.
We realise the desperate need. We lack the
fire that fuses us all into one. In the Ashrams we
transcend customs, petty
creeds, comm unities and
comm unalism.
This short study is practical - intensely practical in
its objective. It supplies general information of contemporary ashrams, Hindu and Christian and describes the
inner life of an Ashram which, from my personal contact
and experience I know, has endeavoured - successfully
endeavoured - to capture the Spirit of our Lord and
graft it on the genius of our Rishis. It seeks to describe
one particular modern Ashram in detail on a historical
background of the great ancient institution.
Deeper
studies will doubtless follow. But this book will be a
timely 5iind tangible help to all the Ashrams in India
among Christians, which are seeking to realise the ideal
of Indian Christianity.
I am sure it will be welcomed
by all Indians who look to Ashrams for national
reconstruction and all Christians who seek to establish
the Kingdom of God on earth.

ASHRAMS,
ANCIENT
ANDMODERN.
CLASSIFICATION.
Ashrams in general-

their nature, aims and ideals.

I shall deal with the subject
headings:-

under the following

SECTION I.

Ancient Hindu Ashrams-their
purpose
and significance.
SECTION II. Modern Hindu Ashrams-their
nature,
purpose and significance.
SECTION III. Christian A5hrams - Why and how they
have beet1 adapting the ashram ideals to
fit in with a Christian basis.
SECTION IV. Specific Ashrams
The following specific ashrams wi11be described as
typical examples of modern ashrams, both Hindu and
Christian.
(1) Sabarmathy or Satyagraha
Ashram-as a type
with a national ( political) and religious basis. Thi~
ashram, though now dissolved by Gandhiji, should be
described as it represented a very necessary type of
an ashram in the process of ashram evolution.
The
present ashram at Wardha is its off-shoot.

(2) Shantinikctan--as a type
cultural and religious basis.

of an ashram with a

(3) The Christu-Kula
Ashram - with its emphasis
on the practical side of the Christian life, laying its
stress upon the Christian witness springing from a
life of personal devotion to Christ and selfless service
for the villagers.
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(4) Christa Seva 8a nga Ashram-represents
a
Christian A~hra m em phasing the meditative aspect of
the Christian religion.

Secticn ).
Ancient Hindu ashrams.
The main object of ancient Hindu ashrams was not
mere teaching or preaching but LlVING. Disciples were
admitted into the ashram, not primarily for the receiv;.
ing of instruction, but to be trained in "Sadhana '' - the
realization of an ideal. These ashrams were, if one
might so express them, "laboratories for religious experiment''.

(a)

ASHRAMS IN VEDIC PERIOD.

This period represented somewhere between 800-500
B. C. Ashrams are as old as the Ramayana and Mahabaratha. The most ancient ashrams are described in
the Ramayana.
Those
described
therein
were
'' spiritual power-houses", spread as chains throughout
Dandhakaranya.
These
maintained
the
Vedic
worship through fire and taught their ~tudents the
knowledge and practice of 'Yagnya '. The training of
Sri Rama in his youth was entrusted to the great Rishi
Visvamitra who dwelt in one such ashram. These
rishis were Kshatryas and taught the students the use of
bows and arrows. The story of Rama bending the
famous Janaka's bow of war and winning for himself
his fair daughter Sita is familiar to all. ' Dharma' was
different to the Brahman and the Kshatrya.
While
Ahimsa or nonkilling was the Dharma for the Brahman,
the dharma of the Kshatrya was to fight "God's battles".
As we shall see later, when Buddhism, and later Jainism,
rose to be the dominant religions, Ahimsa became a
dharma for all, the Brahman and the non-Brahman.
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These Vedic ashrams exercised their m1ss1onary
influence of spreading spiritual cu]ture, not through
disciples sent out on the errand but by Rishis living in
ashrams, with their spirit permeating silently but surely
in a leaven-like manner. The ashrams carried out
experiments in religious ideas and the Rishis carried on
also an extensive research in medical science through the
study of herbs, roots, etc., which they found growing
everywhere around their forest dwellings. This is how
' Sidha ' medical science developed.

(b) ASHRAMS IN UP ANISHAD PERIOD.
During this period there were various schools of
thought about " Brahman " and there were various
methods and practices of realising the Brahman. u Who
is Brahman and could we know Him? 1 ' was the subject
of enquiry. Each ashram represented a seperate school
of thought and type of ' Sadhana '.

(c) THE PERIOD OF YOGA.
God.)

(Theistic belief in personal

During this period the practice of Yoga became the
centre of religious thought and idealism, and t1e ashrams
became centres of Yogic culture and training. It was
Pattanjali, who lived about the Christhn era, that has
left us an authoritative account of Yogic thought and
practice. There were three main divisions of Yoga~1. Raja yoga or Gnana yoga - adhvaitic
in type.
2. Karma yoga (yoga of action) 3. Bakthi yoga
(yoga of devotion.)

1. Gnana Yoga. Our actions always produce
results. The more we do, the more fruits of our action we
are producing, and causing trouble. Therefore the Gnana

Yogi said,' Detach yourself completely from action, and
devote yourself completely to the invocation of God by
uttering mantras. By thus ceasing from action, we
escape also from a series of re-births, as every time we act
we are creating fresh opportunities for another existence.
Karma and transmigration acted and reacted on each
other, and Mukti or release came only to him, who, by
ceasing from action, obtained also release from re-birth.
2. Karma Yoga. This type of yogic thought
was developed to oppose Buddhism, with its emphasis
upon action. But the Buddhist emphasis on action had
the motive of entrance into '' Nirvana",
with its escape
from a life of misery, while the Karma Yogi taught
Nishkama Karma, that is, acting or doing things
without any desire for fruits. Nishkama
Karma
means action without desire. Karma is not fatalism but
the power to decide your future by right actions.
Karma really stood for the performance
of religiom~
duties.

3. Bakthi Yog.1,. The Bakthi movement was a
It spread to all castes.
more democratic movement.
Yoga was nnion with God and this union was possible
for all and all could be saved, not merely the Brahmin,
without any difference of caste. Bakthi represented
a personal God. Unfortunately, in its later stages of
becoming a popular movement, its original deeply
spiritual
element lost its emphasis and Bakthi
degenerated
into a mere formal repetition of Rama~
namam, (name of Rama) or ceremonial bathings in
sacred rivers, etc. It would be use£ul here to note the
different stages1/ Yoga,.
of

1. Chithavirthanivirthi. It means the suspension
mental faculties and freedom from a prejudicial
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conception of God in order that one might get in to a
quiet attitude of preliminary mental repose. This
would help in attaining to the second stage. The
human mind is restless. It is constantly jumping from
one thought to another with almost the swiftness of the
a,irin motion. It is said to be like a monkey, constantly
jumping from branch to branch and from tree to tree
Therefore, in order to realise the presence of God, the
human soul has, as it were, to suspend the faculties of the
mind, so that its restless thought might not clog the
soul's vision of God. " Be still, and know that I am
God " sang the Psalmist of the Old Testament in one of
his most inspired movements. ( Psalm 46 : 10) Saivism
teaches that God comes to guide the waiting Bakhta
as a " Thiru-arul-Thotam
" (literally means grace
appearing
in human form) to give him "Guruupathesham ", i.e., teaching or guidance. Thus appeard
the "mounaguru"
(Silent Guru) to the longing soul
of the Tamil Saivite poet Thayumanavar, and all the
" upathesham " he gave him was, " Summa Iru " (be
stillJ,
There are certain postures which are helpful in the
performance of Yoga. These are cal1ed ' asanas '. In
addition to these there are certain acts of breathing
exercises called ' Pranayama '. These constitute the
physical processs of Y ogic practice.
2.

D11anti- contemplation

3. Dhar hana (This means firm grasp). Realisation of God. In this stage God becomes the only
reality and the yogi becomes unconscious of everything
else. The hornets might build their nests around him
but they trouble him not.
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4. Sam,adhi or unity with God. Yoga really
means becoming united with God in the most intimate
bond of comm union.
RESULT

OF YOGA.

Shanthi. i.e., Peace. The soul, having found God,
and being united with him, is at peace with God and
with all creation. It has established harmony with the
universe.
As the inmates of these ashrams dwelt in forests
and depended for their physical sustenance upon
what grew around them they also began to study the
herbs and their healing properties.
This developed a
certain kind of research in medical science and they
developed systems of therapy, fur example the
Siddha system of medicine.
To this extent the ancient
ashrams served as centres of scientific research.
The fundamental and main features of an ashram
might be stated roughly as follows.
1. The continual presence of a Rishi or a man of
God reverenced by all for his life of holiness and purity.

2. The object of all the ashrams was '' Sadhana,,,
the realisation of an ideal.
Nor mere teaching or
preaching or the mere imparting of a knowledge of
religious truths in an intellectual fashion, but Living
and Realising were the prime objects. They-the Rishi
and the disciples-had come together more to live a life
of trying to realise an ideal rather than merely for purpose
of study.
3. The ashrams had no connection with any
ecclesiastical or religious organisation, " orders ", or
institutions, such as the temples, or ancient seats of
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learning or universities, but were not formally opposed
to them. They helped to purify popular religion. The
"Muts"
(Muttams), the residence of the monastic
orders of people like our '' Pandarams " (begun by
kings or rich people) had such ecclesiastical affinities
and these latter correspond more to Western Christian
monastic orders. But the ashrams were very different
to these in this matter. The pandarams helped the
development of art, poetry and music.
4. Ancient
ashrams
were
not
primarily
intended for social service although social work to the
extent demanded for self-expression wa3 practised.
On
the other hand Budhist monastries emphasised the need
for such social service as teaching, healing the sick, etc.
as an integral part of religious practice.
5. These ashrams should not be confused with the
four ashramas
or stages of a man's life, as
Brahmacharya Grahasta, Vanaprastha and Sanyasa.
6. Ashrams were situated in forests, near a river,
in the midst of very peaceful natural scenery. Their
life of simplicity
amidst these beautiful
natural
surroundings, inspired them to the worship of God,
especially observing those times when nature shows
herself at her best - the twilight period before sunrise
and after sun set - Sandhya. Sandhya (meeting) was
the meeting of the night and day and of the day and
night - just after the last star has gone out of sight and
the sun has not yet risen; and again just after the sun
has gone down and the first star has not appeared in
the skies. Budhist '' Viharas" (monasteries)
were
situated in groves (tapes).
7. Like the central personality, all the disciples of
the Rishi in the ashram were practising Bramacharyam
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-celibacy-during
the period
re~idence at the ashram.

of their training

and

The Rishi was a man who had attained outer and
inner Shanthy (peace) through the reconciliation of the
conflicting aspects of life. The Rishi loved both man and
beast, humanity and nature alike. He differed from an
ascetic in that he was willing to enjoy ordinary life to
the extent it promoted this inward and outward Shan thy,
his renunciation being limited only to the extent the
fulfilment of his ideal demanded. The Rishi and the
disciples lived together as one family. He helped them
to realise the presence of God. He was not God, but they
saw God through him. The Rishi was there going in
and out amongst them and he was always available 8$
a guide and counsellor in all their spiritual perplexities
or difficulties. All together were possessed by the one
over-mastering
passion to get into an intimate
relationship with God by the realisation of His presence.

Mediaeval Period.
If we do not hear much about ashrams in the
mediaeval period, it was not owing to the ashram ideal
being given up. The ideal was there but it had taken
up other names and ways of expression. Also the lack
of mention in historical documents or treatises about
ashrams need not necessarily prove there were no
ashrams at all during this period. Budhism was taking
root in the Indian mind in the centuries that preceded
the birth of Christ. Even in South India, Budhism wa.s
the prevailing religion in the p~riod about the time of
Christ and in the early centuries after Christ. Budhism
had its monasteries and viharas and was trying to
express religious fervour in practical social service for
the down-trodden and suffering ones. But Hindusim
had its revival again in the mediaeval period, and the
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wave of Bakthy movement swept over the country.
In this, Saivite revival was the most marked. Saivism
had a mig'lty rival to contend with in Jainism, with its
extremely
rigorous asceticism, and cave-dwelling
monks. As the dominant religious note of this period
was the Bakthy movement, expressing itself in the
devoted lives of the Bakthas,
both Saivite and
Vaishnavite, and in their poetic expressions of great
fervour, we can understand how other movP.ments of a
more ancient type did not play a prominent part in the
public eye, though they might not be non-existing at
this period.

Section II.
Modern Hindu ashrams : their nature, purpose and
significance.
Modern Hindu ashrams have developed the old
ashram ideals still further, and, while still following
some of the outstanding features of the old ashrams.
have gone further in adapting these to modern needs
and conditions of life, changing and broadening their
objectives to include social service. Hence, unlike the
old ashrams ., they are often near a town. Shantiniketan
ashram near Bolpur, has not only a High school on
ashram lines recognised by the Calcutta University but
also a hospital with a qualified doctor for treating the
poor and an agricultural farm for demonstration of
modern agricultural developments to the villagel's, under
the able management of a well-qualified Indian gentleman
trained in America. Satyagraha ashram, the sad news
of whose disbandment is known to everyone, had a large
number of workers in the spinning and weaving
department, as well as an agricultural and a large
dairy farm, tannery, etc., all for the purpose of doing
and
something to relieve unemployment,
poverty
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di~tre~s. It had also the Vidyapith for the training of
young men for national service, besides the Khadi
Technical School.

Aims of th~ d1:-/JcrentHindii Ashrams.
" The aim of the 'Vishva - bharati ', into which
Shantiniketan
Ashram
school has grown, is to
acknowledg-e the best ideal of the present age in the
centre of her educational mission. The first thing which
must occupy our attention is to concentrate in this
institution the different cultures of the East. With the
realisation of the ancestral wealth of our own culture
comes our responsibility to offer the offer of sacrifice to
the highest truth of man. All that is great and true in
humanity is ever waiting at our gate to be invited.
The idea is to bring t<,gether men of faith in this ~shram
in a living re1atinm,hip between East and West, and
thereby promoting intercultural and interracial amity
and understanding - the unification of race, nationality,
creed, caste, in the name of the one Supreme Being, who
is Shantam, Sivam and Advaitam ".
The object of the Satyagraha ashram at Sabarmathy
was " that its members should qualify themselves for
and make a constant endeavour towards the service
of the country, not inconsistent with universal good."
All modern Hindu ashrams, like the ancient ones,
have some outstanding features. First of all there is
a central personality, the founder and inspirer of
the whole institution, the object of reverential love and
devotion and filial love for all the inmates of the Ashram,
the one who corresponds to the Maha R ishi of ancient
ashrams. Shantiniketan has Dr. Rabindranath Tagore,
Satyagraha ashram had Mahatma Gandhi and Ramana
Ashram has Ramana Maharishi.
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The ashram founded near Thiruvannamalai by
Ramana Maharishi is perhaps the nearest approach to
the ancient ashrams of the Yogic period. ivleditation and
Silence form the main feature of this Ashram. Ramana
Maha Rishi is usually a very silent man. When I
visited this ashram I was fortunate enough to engage
him ii:1conversation. " \Vbat is prayer? Does it mean to
you the continuous practice of the presence of God?", I
asked him. Straight came the reply, " The presence of
God! Why, how can I escape from that presence? He
is there wherever I turn." '' What is an Abram? "
I asked him. " 1t is the abode of those who have conqueredt he 'ego' and gained complete control of the mind"
he replied. I asked " What is Brahmachariam?"
" It
is complete mastery over the mind. " he replied.
There are certain other features characteristic of
modern Hindu Ashrams, besides the presence of the
Rishi, which I must mention here. These are rather
the means than the end to reach the ultimate goal or
the ideal of the ashrams. These features have naturally
come into being as a natural development in the working
out of the central ideal.
One of these is the observance of Brahmacharyam
or celibacy. At Shantiniketan only a certain definitely
marked-out
area is called ashram
proper. Only
unmarried people and the school boys live here. Within
this area no meat should be brought.
A notification on
stone stands to this effect near where thi::; area begins.
Only beyond
this area married people live. At
Satyagraha
Ashram also the main road divided the
ashram into two parts. The part bordering the river was
occupied only by those who had taken the vow of
Brahmacharyam, whether they be married or unmarried.
Those who had not taken this vow had to live on the
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other side of the road. The Ramana a sharm near
Thiruvannamalai
expects all its inmates
to be
Brahmacharvas.
The founder Ramana Maha Rishi
himself has been an unmarried man all his life. In the
old ashram too all the disciples had to observe
Brahmacharyatil.
In modern Hindu Ashrams with the
modern pressing need for the self-secrificing service
to uplift the poor and down-trodden, the need for selfmastery and Brahmacharyam has become a matter of
urgency for those who have felt the definite call for
pouring out their lives in the service of their fellow-men.
I would like to quote here Gandhiji, one of the best
authm ities who has thought a good deal on this subject.
"I pondered over Brahmacharyam and its implications and my convictions took deeper root. I dearly
saw that one aspiring to serve humanity with his whole
soul could not do without it... . . . . . In a word I could
not live both after the flesh and the spirit.. ........ Without
the observance of Brahmacharyam, service of the family
would be inconsistent with service of the community.
With Brahmacharyam they would be perfectly consistent
............ I took the plunge-the vow of Brahmacharyam
for life ........ ... I confess that I had not fully realised
the magnitude and immensity of the task I had undertaken. The difficulties are even to-day staring me in
the face ... ... I saw that Brahmacharyam, which is so full
of wonderful potency, can by no means be an easy affair,
and certainly not a mer e matter of the body. It begins
with bodily restraint, but it does not end there. The
perfection of it precludes even an impure thought.
A true Brahmachary will not even dream of satisfying
appetite, and until he is in that condition , he has a great
deal of ground to cover The observance of bodily
Brahmacharyam has been full of difficulties. To-day
1 may say that I feel myself fairly safe, but I have yet
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to achieve complete mastery over thought which is so
essential. Not that will or effort is lacking, but it is yet
a problem to me where from undescribable thoughts
spring their insidious invasions .. . .. .. .... Perfection or
freedom comes only from grace ......... Without an
unreserved surrender to His Grace, complete mastery
over thought is impossible"•
Almost the same reasons for Brahmacharyam have
urged founders of modern Hindu ashrams to follow the
principle of Renunciation - renunciation not merely in a
negative way but in a positive and constructive manner
to use all that they hwe and all that they are for the
material and intellectual uplift of their fellow-men. All
that Maha Rishi Devandranath, the father of Dr Tagore
had left, and all that his even more famous son possesses
or P.arns go entirely to the benefit of the Shantiniketan ashram. In the Ramana Ashram, the founder
renounced his house and relations at Madura when
quite young, and having only an under cloth for his
apparel, has been living the life of a poor mail all his life.
It is only in recent years that some of his admirers
have built some buildings for the ashram and given it
fn~e to him and his disciples. As for Gandhiji, the world
knows too well his utter renunciation to need my attempt
to describe in detail the lengths to which he has gone
in this principle
His latest act of renouncing
the Ashram property, worth several lakhs, although
he could hardly call it his own, would to some extent
reveal this spirit, more specially when one realises that
the ashram was the last, lingering, fond attachment of
his heart.
Gandhiji's view of renunciation is based
upon his fundamental principle that it is theft for any
one to possess what is not absolutely necessary for him.
There is a11other principle ch iracteristic of all
ashrams, namely, A.himsa,. Ahimsa has been translated
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as non-violence, but this is no mere negative virtue.
Neither does it stand for mere vegetarianism.
It is
rather an attitude of mind which is in a harmonious
relationship with the rest of the universe. In the most
ancient ashrams ahimsa stood for the outer and inner
'Shanti' or peace chrough the reconciliation of the
conflicting aspects of life. The Rishi and his disciples
sought to live in harmony with the universe, loving all
creation, both man and beast, indeed all nature alike.
Ahimsa is recognition of '' the spiritual unity of mankind
and indeed of all life''.
Ahimsa knows no fear nor
does it generate fear in those with whom it has to deal.
The result of fear is suspicion, doubt and hate, with the
ultimate result of separation of mind from mind in an
attitude of loss of confidence. But ahimsa seeks to
gain love by giving love. It breaks the middle wall of
partition that separates humanity and disperses the clouds
of mistrust and misunderstanding.
Ahimsa
is not
susp1c10us. Ahimsa is not easily provoked, for both
anger and suspicion constitute murder, judged by the
spirit of ahimsa. Ahimsa challenges the claim that life is
divided into watertight compartments of rival creeds,
communities, races or even into divisions as human
beings and animal creation, as if they were ordained to
be perpetual warring factions. It believes in Love as
"creation's final law ", and in the ultimate conquest of
love, though " nature red in tooth and claw " might
shriek against this creed.
We are all familiar now with the fact of how
Gandhiji has been trying to put this into practice in the
political field, for winning Swaraj for India. The
experiment is too contemporary a thing for the public
to pass judgement on it but the world has been watching,
some in doubt and some in hope, wondering whether
this experiment is going to succed or fail as a method
in obtaining political freedom, in the so-called practical
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politics of a world, whose history is full of the story of
destructive force.
Another feature of modern Hindu ashrams is the
development of the Gurukula (Guru's family) ideal in
education.
The relationship between the teacher and
the pupil should be that of a father and child. As a
matter of fact, the Gurukula expects the ordinary parents
to transfer to the Gurukula complete control of the
spiritual up-bringing and education of the child. At the
Gurukula at Hardwar the terms of admission are that a
boy enters the Gurukul when 6 years of age and does
not leave it until he is 25, covering the most formative
and impressionable period of their lives. The teachers do
everything for them, looking after tbe temporal and
spiritual welfare of the boys, with care and affection like
parents. At Shantiniketan
the relation between the
pupils and the teachers is most imformal, free and easy.
The boys stretch themselves under the trees when the
classes are held in the open air. The ashram ideal in
education is the development of personality and not
mere imparting of instruction in facts - certainly not
the mere passing of examination.
At Vidyapith the aim
was .to have an education that would be related to the
life of the masses and to train men to be servants of
the people.
No caste distinction is allowed here

Section III.
Christian Ashrams • how they have been adopting the
ai,hram ideals.

In seeking to discover why this ashram ideal is
captivating so many Christians in India to-day, one has

to go back a little into the history of Christianity in
India, and more especially into that of the mi~sions from
the West.
There is a good deal of mystery and confusion as
regards the early history of the ~ncient Church at
Malabar which has been in existence in S. India
certainly for at least 18 centuries. I think this is mainly
due to the failure of our educational authorities to
investigate and explore and carry on an efficient
reasearch work into ancient Indian historv. Much
careful research and a great deal of earn est and
persevering study on the part of capable scholars
with the necessary time and energ-y are necessary to 1ift
some of the douds that surround the early history of
Christianity in India. In spite of the thought-provoking
and very remarkable statements that are recorded in
that recent book
" The Church
on Fire " bv
Mr. Stewart, bne is still left in doubt as to what
happened in later times to that church and more
especially to the part she played in giving an Indian
expression to her devotion to her Lord and Master.
The later period of the history of the Malayalam church
is full of its Syrianising rather than its Indianising tendencies, although in these times also the Roman Catholic
Bishop Joachim complains that Syrian christian church
architecture resembled more that of the " heathen
pagodas '' than of Christian churches ! Still later
Roman Catholic influence became so predominent that
the church had practically completely to Romanise
herself until the time of the famous Kunnankulam
incident where the assembled thousands swore they
would not pay their homage to the Roman Ponti£.
The first m1ss1onaries (especially the Roman
Catholic missionaries) were men who saw nothing but

,
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evH in Hinduism and looked upon Hindus as people
who \Vere debased and corrupt. Thus wrote Francis
Xavier, one of the saintliest of the R. C. missionaries,
to his chief Loyola in one of his letters : " The whole
race of Hindus is barbarous and will listen to nothing
that does not suit its barbarous customs. Regarding the
knowledge of what is God-like and virtuous it cares but
little ".
Since his time there have been others, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, \Vho have in a measure shared
with Francis Xavier the same attitude towards the
religion and people of this land.
A change in attitude came about 1606, when Robert
de Nobili and other Jesuits of a high intellectual order,
ability, culture and sacrifice, india nised thP.mselves and
their methods of Christian work until later they incurred
papal condemnation.
They went about dressed in
the yellow garb of Hindu Sanyasis wearing wooden
sandals and carrying the " Y oga-thanda " (the meditation staff of Hindu ascetics) and even wearing the
sacred thread like Brahmins.
The famous Father de
Nobili was one of them. His successor, Father Beschi
who is better known among Indian Roman Catholics
by his Indian name "Veeramahamuni
'' adopted even
more radical methods.
Beschi was thorough in his
study of Tamil, and became a great scholar in the
language.
It is even said he used to sh11t himself for
study from early morning until forenoon in a little
village hut where he lived for the sake oflanguage study. _
He composed a book called Thembhavani a Tamil
poetical work considered by Tamif scholars as a master
piece of Tamil literature.
That this attempt at identification with the people was a success is at least to me
proved by the history of my own family-my ancestor's
2
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conversion to Christianity from Hinduism was brought
about by one of these early Jesuits in 1690 A. D.
Protestant missions did to some extent also err in this
hostile attitude towards things Hindu. Harmless Indian
habits and even Indian music were long called
" heathen " A change came later when men like
Farquhar began to take the attitude that Christianity
was the crown of Hinduism. As a set off to this, others
said that Christian missions should neither condemn nor
adopt things Hindu, but should be satisfied with the
mere preaching of Christ and His cross.
The history of Christian Ashrams began at a more
recent period, when some Christians, both missionaries
and Indians in India, began to feel a great obstacle to the
understanding
of the message of Christ is the
deep-rooted opinion in the mind of the people of India
that Christianity was a foreign religion. This opinion
has been complicated by the fact of the political
domination of the " Christian " nations of the West
over the East. These two factors, partly racial and
partly political, have created problems which set some
Christian men and women in India a thinking and
have moved them to certain visions which have resulted
in the founding of Christian ashrams. Now, this is only
the beginning of Christian ashrams. It is wrong to
suppose they have just stayed where they began.
The ashram
movement is not a mere change of
missionary tactics as some seem to assume. It is not,
as a critic once assumed, a mere change of front in the
missionary battle-having failed at a frontal attack,
trying the flank or the rear ! It is not a mere camoflouged
prose]etising affair, as the earlier Jesuit attempts have
been (I think uncharitably) described by some. If so,
it should have failed by now or at least its ultimate
failure is certain. No! The members of Christian
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ashrams have adopted a mode of life and service because
it is only right and proper to do so. J. Hoyland says in
his book, "The cross moves the East", that when
St. John used the expression Logos for Christ, he used it
not because he thought it a good missionary method o.r
it wa5 politic to do so but because he himself felt that the
word conveyed a meaning that fitted in with his own
mental picture of Jesus Christ. Those who believe in
the Christian ashram ideal do so because that ideal is
best suited to the way of life, service and witnessing to
which they feel called by God.

Of course this ideal has to be modified and adapted
to fit in with that conception of the kingdom of God which
the Lord Jesus Christ taught and worked
and
died for. For that kingdom, men and women of all
sorts and types are wanted. But He did dt:fine His
terms very clearly.
1. Renunciat-ion.
To some these terms have
meant selling all that they had, distributing their goods
among the poor, taking up the cross and following Him
who had nowhere to lay His head. This renunciation
also includes something more difficult than the mere
giving up of wife, home and property, namely the
renunciation of Self- the most difficult thing to do.
"Yet one chain is left unriven
Lord from self I am not free''.

The problem of wealth and poverty does raise
many questions in the mind of many earnest disciples
of Jesus Christ. It was in our mind before ChristuKula ashram at Tirupattur was founded.
Ashrams are a great necessity in this land of
poverty and for work among village1s. But l wo.uld
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not deal with this question
further here as these and
other similar problems arising out of ashram ideals
would be later dealt with in Section IV.
2. Brahmacharyarn,
To
some Christ's call
comes to lead the unmarried life for the sake of the
Kingdom.
St. Mathew XIX : 12. Economic conditions
of Christians in India are so poor that the present
expensive machinery of church government like its twin
sister the new political constitution would break down
ultimately.

Section IV.
SPECIFIC

ASHRAMS

Modern Hindu Ashrams

i.

Satyagraha Ashram. (Udyoga Mandir)

This ashram was founded by Gandhiji on the 25th
May 1915 at Kochra b, a small village near the city of
Ahmedabad.
Being a Guzerati, Gandhiji felt that he
would be able to render the greatest service to India
through his own mother tongue. Also as Ahmedhabad
was an ancient centre for handloom weaving, it would
provide a suitable field for reviving the cottage industry
He hoped some of the wealthy folks
of hand spinning.
there would also help him financially. The removal of
untouchability has been from early boy-hood a very
dear cause to Gandhi-ji. He made it clear to his friends,
both outside sympathisers and members of the Ashram,
at the very outset that he would take the first opportunity
to admit a so called untouchable candidate to the Ashram
if he was otherwise satisfactory for admission.
In giving
a name to the Ashram he was anxious that the name
should as for as possible convey some idea of the goal
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and method of attaining it. When he was in S. Africa,
he realised at a meeting of Europeans the term
'Passive resistance' was narrowly construed. It was
thought of as the method of the weak and it could end
in hatred and ultimately break out into violence. He
wanted a word to describe the real nature of the Indian
movement. His late lamented nephew Manganlal Gandhi
suggested the word " Satyagraha" (Sat means Truth
and Agiraha means firmness). The principle was there
with him before the name was invented. To this
Ashram now founded in India he gave the name of
Satyagraha Ashram, for its creed was to be devotion to
truth, and its business to search for it and stick to it at
all costs. So Truth was to be both the goal and the
way.
An ashram is in its very nature a place for selfdiscipline. Self-discipline while one is wedded to a group
·in the service of one's fellow men must mean corporate
or group discipline. This is not to be construed as a
compulsion from without but rather as a compulsion
from within for the greatest good of the greatest number.
In group life one must observe the Pauline dictum "All
things are lawful for me, but all things are not expedient".
One must so live in a group that one's whole
way of life and daily conduct conduce to the edifying
of all. Yea,even in the regulation of one's own spiritual
or inner life one must consider the interest of the many
around. If anything is of the utmost urgency in my
country especially among its rural populations today,
I feel it is this discipline both private and corporal or
national. Lack of discipline is eating into the vitals of
our individual and nation:11 life. Whether in a public
institution like a hospital, or a railway booking office or
market or even in public entertainments or social
fuactions this lack of discipline is doing us untold harm.
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Herein I feel the ashrams must lead the way and they
can only do so by the members of the ashram first
learning how to discipline themselves both in their
personal and corporate lives. In this ashram, in the
enforcement of discipline and in dealing with those who
have done wrong, Gandhiji adopted the method of selfsuffering by going into a tast himself.
Within a few months of the starting of the Ashram,
there came the acid test to try the faithfulness of its
members
to its ideals. An untouchable and his
family applied for admission into the Ashram. Gandhiji
was first perplexed but he shared the matter with his
comrades. They welcomed the proposal to admit the
untouchables. The family consisting of three members of
the so-called untouchables were admitted to the Ashram.
The friends of the ashram became agitated. The own_er
of the rented house had part control over the well and the
man in charge of the well began to grumble that he
was being polluted. He swore at them and molested
Dadhubai the wife of the " untouchable" member. But
Gandhiji advised every one to patiently bear all the
abuse but continue to draw water from the well at aU
costs. When the man saw that his at use was only met by
gentleness he became ashamed and did not trouble them
any more. But the friends who gave financ.ial help stopped
their contributions.
Then came somethlng more than
withdrawal of financial help. Rumours of social boycott
filled the air. Gandhiji and his companions were ready
to meet all this. He advised his comrades that, should
the threat of social boycott mature, they should all
go and live among the untouchables in their own
locality and do manual labour and support themselves.
Matters came to a crisis. They found they had no
funds for the following month. But to Gandhiji this
was not the first experience of such a trial. God had
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always sent help at the last moment One of the Tamil
proverbs he is fond of and always quotes is " To the
man who does not know where to turn, God alone is
the help ". A visitor suddenly turned up outside the
Ashram one morning in a car and wanted to see
Gandhiji. " I want to give some help to the Ashram.
vVill you accept help?" he queried. "Most certainly ",
Gandhiji replied. The next day at the appointed time
he turned up again in his car and Gandhiji went out
to meet him. He put in his hands currency notes to
to the value of Rs. 13,000/- and quickly disappeared.
The visitor was a perfect stranger to Gandhiji. He
would not even visit the Ashram, would make no
enquiries but just appeared to render help and went away.
What he gave was enough to carry on tor another year.
But yet another trial came, now from within the inmates
of the Ashram itself ! This was harder to bear than the
monetary trouble. Mrs. Kasturibai Gandhi and the
other caste ladies in the ashram did not relish the
presence of untouchables in their midst.
Gandhiji
quickly detected their indifference if not their dislike
towards Daudubai and his wife. He advised the couple to
swallow their minor insults and was impressed by their
forbearance.
But things brightened up and the fact
that orthodox Hindus became friendly and the real
supporters of the ashram contributing to its daily
expenses shows that even they now do not scruple
to help an Ashram where the caste people dine
with untouchables.
Gandhiji and his friends consulted together as
regards the framing of certain code of rules and obser ..
vances fot the ashram. One of the friends felt that
humility should be made one of the observances as he
felt that the younger generation sadly lacked the virtue
of humility. Gandhiji felt humility could not be made
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a matter of vow. Just like love, humility could not be
made to order and humility could be born only out of
self-effacement. Delivery from " self " was releaseMoksha-and if an aspirant after Moksha had no humility
about him he was really not a sincere seeker afterMoksha
or deliverance. Without humility even service becomes
simply expression of one's egoism.
So the ashram
began at this village near
Ahmedabad with twentyfive members both men and
women of whom thirteen were Tamils who had been
with him in Africa.
Plague broke out in the village of Kochrab and
there were children in the Ashram whose safety had to
be considered. The inmates of the Ashram did not feel
their presence in the village would really in any away be
of service to the people during the epidemic, Moreover
the villagers were a verse to the observance of any
sanitary rules. So with the help of a merchant who
had been befriending the Ashram, a piece of ]and was
obtained at Sabarmati about four miles to the north.
Gandhiji
remarked
humourously
refering to the
situation very near the jail that he liked the position
The
as jail life was the normal lot of Satyagrahis.
Sabarmati river flows close by. There were forty people
at the Ashram now and they had a common kitchen.
The place was lonely and provisions had to be obtained
from the city four miles away. They had no buildings
or trees on the spot. They were living under canvas
and had only a tin-roofed shed as kitchen. Rains were
approaching and they had many difficulties. Besides,
the spot was infested with snakes. They would not
kill any of them. But Gandhiji says that during the 25
years there had not been a single case of snakebite.
Gandhiji saw in it the great mercy of God and Hi~
protecting grace. A weaving shed was erected and the

Sabarmathi

Ashram : Mabathma

Gandhi's

room
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p-rincipal activity was weaving. I need not here dwell
on what Khadar stands for in Gandhiji's mind - a sacra~
mental symbol of identification with the poor and a way
of finding work for the millions of unemployed and
starving villagers who are forced to remain idle during
the non-rainy six months of the year when agricultural
work stops.
I sh all quote here from a letter from a worker
who had joined the ashram - '' I have been here
over a week now and have had some taste of Ashram
life. Even on the very next day after my arrival I got
into the full swing of it beginning with latrine cleaning
in the morning, washing of kitchen utensils, cutting
vegetables, cleaning the cow shed, with spinning in
between and ending with lamp lighting. It is tight
work every day for all the members. We get up at 4
o'clock every morning for prayers at which attendance is taken. Prayers again in the evening at seven
when everyone has got to give the number of yards of
yarn spun during the sacrificial hour. The whole plan
has seemed to me to be a great school for character."
In dealing with this ashram I shall try my very be~t
to confine myself to the spiritual and ethical aspects of it
although it is not very easy to do so. To Gandhiji
himself the conception of Swataj is the bringing in of the
Kingdom of God
into India.
Speaking at the
Muhammadan state of Bhopal he said a few years ago
"What I wish for India is Rama Raj Do not be
shocked that I should say this in a M uhamtnadan state.
To me Rama Ra) is identical with Deva Raj-The
Kingdom of God.'
Also Swaraj in his eyes stands for
the Raj that would bring justice for the poor.
was
to be for tlie training
of
The ashram
men and women for ushering in this Swaraj. The
method by which they have to bring this about ii by
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utter loyalty to the Truth, i. e., to Satyagraha.
He
himself sets before them in his life how this principle of
Satyagra ha is to I.Jc understood and followed. Only
those who believe in it as a life principle - a principle
which is as harsh as Truth - should follow him and
adopt it - not thc~e who merely look upon it as a
matter of temporary expediency or a convenient policy.
Even before he estat.lished his ashram at Ahmedabad,
his institution at Phoenix in S. Africa was really an
ashram though the name was not used and it was there
he first worked out in practice the moral or rather
spiritual method of Satyagraha
in dealing
with
the difficult and trying situations into which the Indians
there got owing to the hostile attitude of the
European settlers there. It is interesting to hear from
him what he means by Satyagraha.
"A Satyagrahi
bids good-bye to fear ; he is therefore never afraid of
trusting his opponent, even if that opponent has twenty
times deceived him I' · When the Gandhi-Irwin pact was
concluded some Indians who were mere politicians and
not Satyagrahis were very much troubled. I remember
an Indian who said to me "This Gandhi cannot be
trusted. He has let us down I". There are politicians
who are in constant fear lest Gandhiji should be easily
persuaded by their political enemies to come to terms
with them by empty promises. Again, "The fruit of
Satyagraha is contained in the movement itself". One
is reminded of the words of Jesus Christ'' The harvest
is at the end of the ages . The reapers are the angels"
- not we toiling sons of men here and now. Apparent
failure or success of so-called Satyagraha here and now
cannot be its true criterion. Well, in spite of two
thousand years of wrong and injustice in this world
since the angles sang " peace on earth", the disciple of
the Great Master still will sing.
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And in despair I bowE>dmy head
There is no peace on earth, I cried
For hate is strong and mocks the song
Of peace on earth and goodwill to men.
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
God is not dead ! nor doth He sleep !.
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail,
With peace on earth, good will to men ".
" Rejoice at the thought of approaching death as at the
prospect of meeting a long lost friend as if it were
meeting' those angel faces ... which I have loved long
since and lost awhile'. In Satyagraha there are no
leaders and no followers ; all are leaders and all are
followers. You must count the cost - must be single
minded. A movement of Satyagraha can be carried on
without material resources. A Satyagrahi's peacefulness
and self-restraint constitute his preparation for war .
He relies upon God as his so\e refuge. The world rests
upon the bed rock of Truth. Satyagraha mujt pierce
down to foundation. Victory i:; in our two qualities of
non-violence and determination.
Distr~~s is a sign of
of weakness and therefore Satyagraha implies the
banishment of all weakness and therefore of distrust
which is clearly out of place when the adversary is not
to be destroyed but won over." A satyagrahi should
never take advantage of an opponent's weak moments
and exploit them for his advantage.
After starting the
satyagraha movement against the S. African Government to rectify the wrongs done to the Indians, Gandhiji
immediately called off the movement when a Railway
strike of European workmen started and created an
embarras$ing situation to the Government. As a
satyagrahi he always lets his opponents know his course
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of action long before he takes it and does hot do any
thing underhand.
Prayet formed an essential part of this ashram. To
Gandhiji, God and truth are identical terms. In the
midst of despair, this faith in God as the Truth has filled
him with hope. "The waters of the Hugli '', he once
said, "would have been my grave if I had not faith in
prayer".
The place of worship at this ashram was a
simple plain open ground spread with river sand close
by the Sabarmathi. Gandhiji would sit in front of it with
children by his side, one of whom being a child he had
adopted from the depressed class.
Connected to this ashram was a school for the
children of its inmates where education was imparted
according to the Montesori method.

Extract from the rules and regulations of the
Saty agraha Ashram
Founded on Va,i:,hakha Sudhi 11th, Samvat 197 I.
May 25th, 1915,-at Kochrab, Ahmedabad and since
removed to Sabarmathi,
a junction station near
Ahmedabad.

Object
The object of this Ashram is that its members
should qualify themselves for, and make a constant
endeavour towards the service of the country, not
ineonsistent with uni versa} good.

Observances
The foJlowing observances
fulfilment of the above object :

a.re essential

for the
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[.

T'ruth

Truth is not fulfilled by mere abstinence from
telling or practising an untruth in ordinary relations
with fellow-men. But Truth is God, the one and only
Reality. All other observances take their rise from the
quest for, and the worship of, Truth. Worshippers of
Truth must not resort to untruth, even for what they
may believe to be the good of the country, and they
may be required, like Prahlad, civilly to disobey the
orders even of parents and elders in virtue of their
paramount loyalty to Truth.

II.

Non-violence or Love

Mere non-killing is not enough.
The active part
of non-voilence is Love.
The law of Love requires
equal consideration for all life from the tiniest insect
to the highest man. One who follows this law must
not be angry even with the prepetrator of the greatest
imaginable wrong, but must love him, wish him well
and serve him~ Although he must thus love the
wrong -doer, he must never submit to his wrong or
his injustice, but must oppose it with all his might.
and must patiently and without resentment suffer all
the hardships to which the wrong-doer may subject
him in punishment for his opposition.

III-

Chastity (Brahmacharya)

Observance of the foregoing principles is imposof celibacy. It is not
enough that one should not look upon any woman or
man with a lustful eye; animal passion mmt be so
controlled as to be excluded even from the mind. If
married, one must not have a carnal mind regarding

siblP!without the observance
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one's wife or husband, but consider her or him as
one's life-long friend, and establish relationshjp of
perfect purity. A sinful touch, gesture or word is a
direct breach of this principle.

IV.

Control of the palate
The observance of Brahmacharyam has been found

from experience, to be extremely difficult so long as one
has not acquired mastery over taste. Control of the
palate has therefore been placed as a principle by itself.
Eating is necessary only for sustaining the body and
keeping it a fit instrument for service, and must never
be practised for selfindulgence. Food must therefore
be taken, like medicine, under proper restraint. In
pursuance of this principle one must eschew exciting
foods, such as spices and condiments. Meat, liquor,
tobacco, bhang etc. are excluded from the Ashram.
This principle requires abstinence from feasts or dinners
which have pleasure as their object.

V. Non-stealing
It is not enough not to take another's property
without his permission. One becomes guilty of theft
even by using differently anything which one has
received in trust for use in a particular way, as well as
by using a thing longer than the period for which it
has been lent. It is also theft if one receives anything
which one does not really need. The fine truth at the
bottom of this priciple is that Nature provides just
enough, and no more, for our daily need.

VI.

Non-possessionor Poverty

The principle is really a part of No. V. Just as
one must not receive, so must one not possess anyIt would be
thing which one does not really need.
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a breach of this principle to possess unnecessary
foodstuffs, clothing, or furniture. For instance, one
must not keep a chair, if one can do without it. In
observing this principle one is led to a progressive
simplification of one's own life.

-VII.

Physical Labour

Man can be saved from injuring society, as well
as himself, only if he sustains his physical existence
by physical labour. Able-bodied adults should do all
their personal work themselves
and may not be
served by others, except for proper reason. But
they should, at the same time, remember that service
of children as well as of the disabled, the old and
the sick, is a duty incumbent on every person who
has the required strength.

VIII.

Swadeshi

Man is not omnipotent.
He therefore serves the
world best by first serving his neighbour. This is
Swadeshi, a principle which is broken when one
professes to serve those who are more remote in
preference to those who are near.
Observance of
Swadeshi makes for order in the world ; the breach
of it leads to chaos. Following this principle, one
must as far as possible purchase one's requirement
locally and not buy things imported from foreign
lands which can easily be manufactured in the country.
There is no place for selfishness in Swadeshi, which
enjoins the sacrifice of oneself for the family, of the
family for the village, of the village for the country,
and the country for humanity.
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IX.

Fearlessness

One cannot follow Truth or Love so long as one is
subject to fear. As there is at pre~ent a reign of fear in
the country, meditation
on and cultivation
of
fearlessness hav~ a parti.cular importance
Hence its
separate mention as an observance. A seeker after
Truth must
give up the fear of parents, caste,
Government, robbers, etc , and he must not be frightened
by poverty or death.

X.

llemoval of Unfoucha,biUly

Untouchability which has taken such deep root in
Hinduism, is altogether irreligious. Its removal has
therefore been treated as an independent principle. The
so-called untouchables have an equal place in the Ashram
with other classe~. The Ashram does not be1ieve in
caste which, it considers, has injured Hinduism, because
its implications of superior and inferior statos, and of
pollution by contact are contrary to the law of Love·
The Ashram however believes in varnashrama dharma.
The division of varnas is based upon occupation. and.
therefore, a person ~hould maintain himself by following
the hereditary occupation, not inconsistent with fundamental morals, and should devote all his spare time and
energy to the acquisition and advancement of true
knowledge. The ashramas (the four stages) spoken of
in the smritis are conducive to the welfare of mankind.
Though, therefore, the Ashram believes in varnashrama
dharma, there is no place in it for distinction of
varnas, as the Ashram life is conceived in the light of
of the
the comprehensive and non-formal sannyasa

Bhagavad Gita-
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XI.

Equality of Religions

The Ashram believes that the principal faiths of
the world constitute a revelation of Truth, but as they
have all been outlined by imperfect man they have
been affected by imperfections and alloyed with untruth.
One must therefore entertain the sarr.e respect for the
religious faiths of others as one accords to one's own.
Where such attitude becomes a law of life, conflict
between different faiths becomes impos~ible, and so does
all effort to convert other people to one's own faith.
One can only pray that the defects in the various
faiths may be overcome, and that they may advance,
side by side, towards perfection.

ii.

Shantiniketan.

Maharishi Devadranath Tagore, the father of poet
Rabindranath Tagore in his religious pilgrimage found
an attractive spot on the crest of an undulating
moorland 100 miles from Calcutta. To this spot he
often retired for medidation and prayer. In March 1863
he acquired a plot of land here and planted a beautiful
giuden. He also had a guest house, and built a tempi~,
and to this ashram he gave thP-name of Shantiniketan
meaning the abode of peace. The two trees under
which he m~ed to sit for his medidation are still standin~
ind a marble slab with the text of the Maharishi's
prayer" He i~ the repose of my life, the joy of my
heart, the peace of my ~pirit'' marks the spot where he
used to medidate.
Here in 190 I his famous gon
Rabindranath Tagore founded Vidyalaya or school itt
accordance with the vision of an educational ideal that
had been rising in his mind. The main object of this
Vidyafaya Ashram was really to impart spiritual culture
to the young. Education is imparted amidst the peace
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and beauty of nature. There is co-education. The
boys and girls sit along with the teacher in open
groves under the trees and the relationship betwen the
teachers and pupils are of the informal and friendly
nature. They move together with freedom and ease.
The boys get up very early in the morning and after
private silent medidation gather together under the
trees and chant from the Vedic text certain Mantras.
This is also done in the evening . After the morning
prayer , da y's work begins. Classes are held from 7 to
10 and 2 to 4. The meals are simple and the bachelor
teachers dine with the boys. There is a part of the premises of Shantiniketan definitely marked out as the
Ashram and here only Bramachari (celibate) teachers
live along with the boys and only strict vegetarian food
is allowed. But beyond this area married people live.
Speaking ill of any religious sect is prohibited. The
students go out among villages for rescue or relief work
or to com bat malaria. They enforce the discipline of the
school among themselves without being bossed upon by
the teachers. They have g-ames, outings, music, festivals
and dramas. Music and art play a prominent part.
At night before retiring the students go round the
dormitories singing suitable hymns. I do not wish to
go into the details of this educational aspect of this
institution as it is not the object of this paper. The
school has grown into a Vishvabarathi or an Eastern
University with the object of creating an " instituion
which would be a true centre for all the cultures of
the East, concentrating in one spot the varied ideals
of art and civilization which have been contributed to
the world by various countries of Asia ." '' The aim of
Vishvabarati is to acknowledge the best ideal of the
present age in the centre of her educational mission.
The first thing which must occupy our attention is to
concentrate in this institution the different cultures of

Music Class - Sha.nt.iniketan

35
the East. With the realisation of the ancestral wealth
of our own culture, comes our responsibility to offer
the offer of sacrifice to the highest truth of man. All that
is great and true in humanity is ever waiting at our
gate to be invited.
Vishvabharathi
is India's
invitation to the world, her offer of sacrifice to the
highest Truth of man." To this institution founded
inl921 eminent scholars from the West have come at
different times and have given their cultural contribution
as well as have received from it what they had to learn.
The poet had been troubled during his visit to Europe
in 1920 by the worship of power creating a growing and
spreading mischief all round. He felt humanity had to
be rescued from this. He conceived the idea of bringing
together men of faith in this institution in a living
relationship between East and West and thereby promote
inter~ultural and inter-racial amity and understanding
............... '' the unification of mankind free from all
antagonisms of race, nationality, creed, caste and in the
name of the One Supreme Being who is Shantam,
Shivam, Advaitam".

CHRISTIAN
ASHRAMS.
,. The Christukula(Family of Christ)Ashram
AIMS and IDEALS.
(By Drs. Ernest Forrester-Paton

and Savarirayan Jesudason.)

In writing about this Ashram, we have felt it
necessary to refer to personal experiences in order tc
make things clear, in the confidence that those for whom
these pages are meant will understand the spirit in which
they are written.
During the years immdediately preceeding the last
dreadful war, many professing Christians seemed to
recognise their kith · and kin only in those of their own
particular colour or race or nationality, or even in those
only of their own particular little sect or denomination.
With the nations of Europe all armed to the teeth,
suspicious and defiant of one another, and with the
Christian people blinded by this spirit of self-seeking
isolation, it required no great prophet to foretell the
bursting at any moment of the conflagration that
involved almost every nation of the world. The organised churches that should have exercised a ministry of
1econciliation and understanding, were carried away,
and too often used as tools for war propaganda.
The
memory of those dread£ ul years is still vivid to every
one, but although the eyes of many have been opened
a.nd some are filled with a new idealism of peace and
reconciliation, the world seems to be now in an even
worse plight. For the war has in most cases increased
the materialistic outlook on life, opened up new channels
for exploitation, and led to the discovery of new and
more dreadful weapons of destruction.
There has been in almost every nation a turning

aw,_y from organized forms of religion, as many really
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good people seem to have lost hope of the Christian
Church as a vital force for bringing about the regenerated society they look for, or even for overcoming the
forces making for war, hatred, and oppression. Because
of its false associations, the very name " Christian" is
shunned by many who are yet Christlike in their life.
In India the per~on of Christ is venerated, and His
principles often followed by many tho11ghtful and
religiously minded Indiar~s, whc, yet would have nothing
to do with organised forms of Christianity.
The Eastern nations are impatiently longing for the
birth of a new freedom, both in their internal social
order, and in the removal of those political and com merical disabilities imposed upon them by the more
aggres sive civilisations of the West arrogating to themselves a superior and dominating position. And the
professions by these " Great Powers" of a benefi.cient
trusteeship (as in India), or of seeking to "civilize and
uplift backward races" are looked upon as a hypocritical cloak for exploitation. There is a sprit of alienation
and often of bitterness in the mind of the East in its
relation to the West.
Then again during these days the consciences of
many have been stirred by the cruelty and injustice of
colour and caste barriers. We see the sad results of
these not only in international relationships, but wherever
the different races are competing in civic, social and
still, these false
economic relationships.
Sadder
standards are often assurned as legitimate even within
the Christian church, as if they were part of a divine
order and that for the sake of peace and efficiency it is
good th~t the different groups be kept apart without
allowing any dangerous intermingling. Pride of colour
and caste has become so deeply rooted in us that even
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well-meant acts of friendly approach are too often spoilt
by an unconscious air of patronising condescension.
One is aware ofthe many difficult problems and thorny
questions involved, but is that not a challenge for the
follower of Christ to venture to face them in his own
personal life and try to do .his part ?
In economic relations too, have we not allowed
ourselves to be guided by the commonly accepted
standards without sufficiently considering whether they
are consistent with the teachings of Christ ? Many are
even doubting whether these teachings can have any
practical application
under modern conditions of
economic development.
But is the Sermon on the
Mount merely a Utopian ideal? Are not its principles
to be the guide and rule for Christ's followers here and
now ? Can it be right for any of them to hold capital
and property merely for themselves and their families,
satisfying their conscience by doling out a pittance to
their struggling neighbours?
Among
the early
Christians, at least, their love of one another, springing
ouc of a common devotion to their Lord and Master,
seems, without any thought-out economic theories or
prescribed rules, to have led them with a joyful
spontaneity to distribute their goods according to the
needs of each, "not one of them considering anythini
his personal property. ''
It was for such a deeper personl experience of the
life in Christ and the fellowship of love and the power
for service springing out of it that we among many
others were longing and still long and striveThere had also been growing in us both a strange
longing for friendship with members of other races as
we met a few of such and began to realise something of
the supra-national character of the Kingdom of God,
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in which there is neither Jew nor Greek, bond nor free,
Ea~t nor West, Black nor White. Many were sharing
with us in these ideals and aspirations and yet we knew
the practical realisation of them could only come as we
made real attempts corporately, in little groups, to set
out on the path even when we could see but a step or
two ahead, in the faith that, as we strive to be true
to the light already given, fresh light and better ways
will be made clear to us. Problems such as these must
be in the minds of all, and many must have thought
them out far more fully than we have; but something
had to be done immediately.

Before the war one of us had formed intimate
friendships with some students of different nationalities,
upon whom he urged the need for definitly organising
themselves into a supra-national brotherhood, so that
not thinking merely in terms of their respective
nationalities they might accept as the guiding principle
of their lives the only true and lasting kinship, viz.,
that of the " Family of Christ. " By the family of
Christ we mean that living union of all who seek to act
towards all men as their brothers in the consciousness
that we are all children of the one Father as revealed in
Jesus, who delighted to call himself the '' Son of
Man." Nothing came out of this at the time, and
when the war broke out in 1914 the prospect of such a
brotherhood seemed more gloomy than ever. One of us
was at this time working as Resident Medical Officer of
the London Medical Mission in the heart of the City
of London. The other (a final year Medical Student at
the time) was living in a hostel in London (connected
with the Student Christian Movement) where students
coming from China, India and the Continent enjoyed
a happy and homely fellowship together with British
students, and it was here that the writers first met each
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other. Drawn together as friends and finding much in
common in our idea]s and strugg]es in life, we desired
to share as much as possible with one another, and so
shortly after this it was arrang-ed that we should both Jive
and work together in the London Medical Mission for
the poor and sick. Here we learned to bring our
difficulties and temptations and those of the poor among
whom we worked, as well as our joys and aspirations,
to our Master in united prayer. \Ve received much
inspiration by reading the lives of Francis of Assisi and
Dr. Pennell of Bannu, both of whom in their different
spheres had lived out similar ideals.
As we were comtemplating working together in
India, there was another problem we had to face. It
was a rare thing whether in the Church or the State to
find a European who would take the second place to an
Indian.
It ~eemed to have been an accepted principle
that the former was born to rule and lead, and the latter
to obey and fo11ow. The one had everything to give
This attitude of
and the other. was only fit to receive.
the West to the East is certainly not one calculated to
promote feelings of brotherliness and mutual respect ..
This is possible on]y where there is the open mind and
the genuine desirP. to find that which is best in those
whom we seek to serve, so that we may learn and
receive from them, as well as give to them what they may
be ready to receive at our hands. True service, ~·e
felt, can only be rendered by those who have the
humble spirit ever glad and willing to "wash the feet "
of others, to take the second place, and so commend
the real spirit which should move the follower of Christ
and promote the work of reconcilation among men.
India is prepared to welcome any who come in this
Mere
spirit to serve her under Indian leadership.
platitudes which accept this principle in pulpit or on
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platform only will not do ; it is the actual carrying of it
out in practice that is essential. This may mean &
revaluation of the accustomed standards of life and
civilisation as well as much patient self-discipline
(often a painful process) but the great task of gathering
into one family the children of God scattered in the
world demands nothing less than this. Hence the name
of this Ashram - Christuku1a (Christ's Family.)
So much for the statement of the ideals which had
been moving us. We felt that war was utterly opposed
to Christ's teaching and we as His followers could not
take part in it under an_ycircumstances, but we hoped
that by our working together we might be able to do
something towards putting- these ideals into actual
practice. During our time in London and later while
in Joint charge of a mission hospital in Poona (India)
we learned how the conventional system of a paid staff
of superior
and subordinate workers tended to
destroy the spirit of comradeship in the sharing of a
common purpose and of love among the workers
themselves as well as towards the patients. In the
service of the sick the humbler tasks of attending to
the cleanliness and comforts of the patients when done
in the right spidt might be a more effective witness to
the love of Christ than the highly specialised services
tendered by the surgeon. Mere scientific efficiency is
not enough in itself and is actually less important than
the right spirit, just as though we may have the faith
to remove mountains yet without love we count for
nothing.
Out of this grew the desire that a group (or
family) might be formed of those who, sharing in a
common loyalty and devotion to Jesus Christ and
seeking to understand and love one another, might live
together and corporately serve their fellowmen freely
according to their varied talents, Those who took up
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this as a life call would necessarily give up any personal
property, having their needs supplied out of a common
fund which should also be held in trust for the service
of the poor people around.
For the great majority of people the natural and
the right thing is the married life and God has wonderfully ordained that men should co-operate in his
creative work through tht bringing up of children as
members of His great family on earth, and hence the
home is so ~acrtd that it must have their first thought
and devotion. There are others whose gifts and calling
are for a different mode of life. To some rare few of
these the presence of God is so real that without
depending on any ht man companionship they go
everywhere as wandering prophets or Sadhus of the
Kingdom ; for others their fullest life purpose can only
be fulfilled in loving comradeship in a group of those
likeminded with themselves, devoting their whole life
and energies for the fulfilment of a God-given vision.
Jesus made this plain when He said that some
had made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the
Kingdom of God. (Matt. xix., 11 and 12), and His
own life on earth is the best exam pie. For some
of these who seek to fulfil their mission in life in
such an intimate comradeship, the permanent membership of the ashram family is intended. We fully realized
that permanent membership under these conditions
could not be lightly undertaken, as it could only come
about through growing personal understanding and
love resulting from the bearing and sharing together
in the joys and sorrows, failures and successes of the
common life and service. So we also welcome those
who desire to come for shorter periods for one or two
years, whether they come with the hope of later
permanently joining the ashram family, or whether
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because of their other circumstances or obligations they
can only be with us temporarily.
These of course
are not expected to make any decision as regards
property or marriage, but share for the time being in
the common life of the family*.
In any case we felt we should not ask any to make
a decision to join permanently until they have reen at
the ashram for at least four years. We also hope and
expect that after having been in the ashram for one
year, some may be led to definitely enlist themselves
as probationers, i.e. those who are trying their vocation,
and as such are being drawn closer into the family
circle. By permanent members we mean those who
have committed themselves to the ashram as a life call.
Men are often attracted to one another at first by
each other's idealisms. As they live and work together
in close contact they come to know more and more of
each other's failings and angularities. This is a critical
stage in fellowship. Have they the inner consciousness
that they are children in the Father's house and that
their disunion would wound His love? Have they had
the experience of that wonderfull suffering love oi
Christ that has forgiven them so much ? If so, will they
not also forgive one another and continue a love which
will only grow deeper the more it forgives ? This is
why the basis of the ashram family (as expresed in the
constitution) is personal loyalty (i.e. faith) and devotion
to Jesus Christ. We do not enquire into a man's creed
or theological views or church connection, . as his real
fitness and capacity for sharing in the ashram family
•[Some of those who ha.ve been with us for a, time . a.nd shared in
the life and work ha.ve been married people whl.) ha.d temporarily
made other arrangements for thdr families.
\Ve have a.lso been
greatly cheered by visits from friends who have come as a family
ih.oagh aep•rate a.ccommoda.tion ii providei for men. and wom.en,l
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will be made clear in the daily round of life. We also
realize that the '' Inner Light" illumines many honest
souls who have not named th~ name of Christ, and such
also we welcome to come and share in following the
Light that shineth more and more unto the perfect day.
In putting our ideals into practice, we had the
cordial help and ad vice of several of the leaders of the
National Missionary Soceity of India (which is a purely
1ndigenous soceity, seeking to unite all Christian Indians
in one common service for the extension of the Kingdom
of God) and we decided to work in co-operation with
that soceity, as it brought us into contact with others
of ~imilar ideals in different parts of India.
Embodying the ideals expressed above, we drew up
a constitution in February 1921 for founding an ashram
and fixed upon Tirupattur in the North Arcot District
of South India (about 140 miles south west of Madras
City) as a suitable location.
The word "ashram"
represents a very ancient Hindu ideal of a forest settlement or religious comm unity of those who amidst the
beauties of nature and unperturbed by wordly distractions and ambition, devoted themselves to worship,
meditation and philosophical research. We chose that
word, not because we wished to transplant bodily this
ideal and all the ways in which it found expression in
old lndia into modern life and its changed requirements,
but because we felt it expressed in a language understood by the people our oneness with them and our
belief that whatever was beautiful and true in the past
heritage of India should find its fulfilment and enrichment in the Kingdom of God.
It is now ntarly 16} years since we started. What
has been accomplished so far? On the 7th March 1921
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the two of us started together in rented buildings, part
of which was equipped as a hospital, with a theological
professor as our surgical assistant and a young lad as a
male nurse As the operating room was too much for the
professor, he offered to undertake the work of the kitchen
department, where he succeeded somewhat better!
A few students and other young men, widely differing
in talents, soon came to do their bit, and we had a gay
family including at times a philosopher turning his hand
to surgical dressings and assisting at operations, a law
college professor washing dishes, and a bishop scrubbing
the floor and sweeping cob-webs from the roofs.
Although this little family had necessarily frequent
changes of personnel and varied in numbers with sudden
temporary influxes during college vacations, yet we
are very thankful that our numbers have been always
replenished according to the needs of the particular
times. The normal number is about twenty ; several of
them have stayed for periods of one to five years, and
several including one lady have been fully qualifi~d
doctors. Ordinarily we do not take any as a regular
worker unless he or she is prepared to stay .for at least
one year after a probationary period of about 3 month',.
There are now only three with us who definitely look
forward to making this their life work, but we look
forward with prayer and hope to others also joining us
more permanently. Soon after starting we bought land
about two miles from the town and began well digging
and building operations. We shifted to the new place
in 1922 and carried on our medical work in two thatched
sheds. Now we have accommodation for about 62 beds
for inpatients in a well built and well equipped general
hospital besides a large outpatients department.
The ashram is very beautifully situated on a plateau
land encircled by hills. All round us are many small
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vil1ages and isolated farmsteads. The people are chiefly
agriculturalists, and as the ashram should develop to
meet the varied needs of the people, we have a farm.
We are very thankful for having obtained a good
water supply from our two large wells. The work
on the farm, as well as that of putting up buildings
and sinking wells has provided employment for a
number of the poorer villagers. Many of them have
been brought into contact with us in this way, and
a few have come to know something of the message of
Christ through the service which we hold for them
every morning before they start work. We long for
some agricultural expert to join us and make this part
of the work to be of greater service to the villagers
by demonstrating to them the value of improved
methods. From the very beginning
we felt the
need for doing some forln of educational work among
the poor children and adults in the villages around.
In May 1925 one of the brothers who had a love
for village children started in a small thatched
shed a smaJl schooi for the very poor little depressed
class children of an adjoining village. In the beginning
the caste children of the neighbourhod did not attend
this school but the school has since been growing not
only in numbers but also in its influence on the villagers
and a large number of ca5te children are studying in it
along with depressed class children, the former freely
mingling with the latter without any distinction. The
school which began with about twenty children or so
and was not recognised by the Government has now
on its roll 110 pupils and has become recognised
as a Higher Elementary
School up to the 7th
Standard. We have just now completed a new building
fitted (in addition to class rooms) with kitchen and
dining hall for thi5 school The poor children are
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given mid-day meal free. There is a weaving
which the boys learn bedtape weaving. They
some gardening and grow vegetables, There
three night schools conducted by our workers
different villages near by.

shed in
also do
are also
in three

Our daily life is regulated by a bell which according
to our present programme wakes us up at 5 a..m.
At 5-15 a.m. we assemble at our Jebalayam (House ot
prayer)
for corporate worship.
To develop all
indigenous expression of our Christan witness, faith
and worship, the Ashram has published a special Tamil
song book (Ashrama Pamalai-garland
of Ashram
songs) containing about 360 Tamil lyrics bearing upon
various devotional subjects and intended to meet the
various spiritual needs of a Christian Bakth3. To
help us in entering into the full meaning of the hymns
this book contains also brief biographical and other
anecdotes concerning as many as we discovered to
have a history behind them. The Ashram has also
published a Jebamalai (garland of prayer and praise)
- a Tamil prayer book containing an order of service
based on, as far as possible, indigenous modes of worship
and expression. Both these are used during our
morning- worship though the use of the Jebamalai is
optional. At the end of the corporate worship lasting
about twenty five minutes we all spend about twenty
minutes privately (but remaining in the Jebalaya itself)
for Bible reading and private meditation and prayer
and disperse after singing the "Mangalam "(Praise.)
The Jebalaya itself is a stone
plan and style of a South Indian
an entrance Gopuram (tower),
enclosin~ a garden (for purposes
meditation),
small lotus water

structure built in the
Hindu temple with
rectangular
walls
of private prayer or
tanks and a main
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Mahamandapam (which forms the body of the church)
-an open hall with terraced roof supported by a series.
of carved stone pillars. At the western end and on a
i~ the
higher
level than the Mahamandaparn
" Moolasthanam"
(or sanctuary) over which is built
the second Gopuram surmounted by a cross on a
"Kalasam '' (the gilt metal globe that peaks the temple
towers). Here in the Jebalayam we mett both for our
morning worship and our sun-set S.mdhya worship
(the latter often being held in the garden outside the
temple). This temple is a great attraction to our
villagers, especially our hospital patients a1~d their
relations, who of their own free will come here for
private prayer and worhsip and also sometimes join us
during our times of corporate worship here. At 7 a.m.
we meet again for Bible studv or for the study on
certain days of some matter of general interest
biographica 1, historical etc. These classes are ordinarily
conducted in Tamil the language of this part of India.
After our morning meal together (partaken of in
simple Indian style), we go to our work whether in the
hospital or farm or household or school. In the midst
of the work at midday we break off for a few minutes
of quiet silent prayer. The meal time which follows is
often a very jo1ly one of fun and joking together, refresh
ing to the mind as well as to the body.
In the afternoon there is some time for rest and
then there are other duties such as letter-writting, the
afternocm school followed by games or gardening with
the children, besides the ever insistent calls from patients
in the hospital to be attended to. In the evening we
often contrive to get some tirr;e for recreation in the
shape of gardening (vegetable growing), foot-ball or
going out for walks together, or visiting our village
friends and having a friendly chat with them.
Al
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sunset we meet together as a family and have a time
of qu1et for individual meditation or prayer. This time
of worship during the twilight interval between the
sunset and the appearing of the stars has been observed
from olden times in India as the evening "Sandhya."Often
aswe sit together in the cool of the evening, watching the
splendours of the sunset and the deepening tints on hill
and cloud, all nature seems to invite us to adoration and
worship. This time of meditation or prayer begins with a
hymn followed by 15 to 20 minutes of silent corporate
meditation, devotional reading or writing and finishes
with another hymn. FoJlowing this we have our evening
meal, and then, one or two of us meet with the patients
and their friends in the open waiting hall, where we sing
Tamil hymns set to Indian qiusic, and try to explain in
words to them Christ's love and power which we have
been trying to translate in our service for them during
the day. And pointing them to the great Physician, we
invite them to join us as we pray that they maybe healed.
Whether by the spoken wotd (personal1y or in meetings)
or by life and deed, every one is free to commend the
gospel of Christ as he feels led to do. Others go to
teach in village night schools.
According to individual need one of the members
of the family by turn spends half a clay or longer in
silence for individual study or meditation (once a week.)
Those who come to us as regular members or visitors
may spend their time quietly in study or meditation, or
t~ke part in whatever form of service their talents and
calling may fit them for.
Ftorn time to time we publish booklets irt Tamil
either devotional or dealing with matters of rural
interest as sanitation, education etc.,. During the
vacation time we have for several years had groups of
1nudentsfrom colleges and high schools who have come
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to spend one or twc, months with us here. At thesetimes we often have more applicants
than we
can accommodate.
After giving the students some
days of preliminary training at the Ashram we usually
go out with such groups to one or more villages staying
in the village school or choultry. We try to understand
more of the life of the villagers and to find out from them
and study just what their difficulties economic, educa.;
tional and sanitary, are. By thus sharing with them to
some extent in their life and trying to help them where
we can, we get a more human relationship with them.
We give medical relief and also organise games for the
children and give instruction in sanitation and
temperance with the magic lantern pictures after tlrf!
dark and with the~e also we tell them of the Life of
Christ and the hope and salvation that He brings.
Every fellowship and service must naturally be onesided without the presence and co-operation of women really devoted women who feel the call to set their
lives apart for such service. Ever since the begining
of the ashram we have been looking forward to a band
of women workers being formed in association with
the ashram and co-operating in the work. A few have
already helped us, and we are sure many more are
willing to come and do so. But in order that this side
of the ashram may grow in a naturat and healthy way
we feel that the women should develop the group for
themselves along the lines of the spirit and ideals of
the ashram.
Both of us have been feeling that the Ashram 'ideals
would have wider value if they influence men and women
in ordinary walks of life. From they very beginning
we have had some intimate outside friends who have
shared with us somthing of our inner problems and ideals.
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Others have been in constant touch with us. About
a year ago we called together as many of these
friends as possible to spend a few days of retreat with
us at the Ashram, for prayer and quiet consulation
together as to what could be done in a practical way
to spread Ashram ideals as for as possible into
ordinary domestic life. A detailed printed account of
this will be sent to any who are keen to know more
about this.
Although the future in such a way of life
cannot be all clear aad di3tinct, we tru3t that He who
has led us thus far will still lead us on, and show us
yet fuller and wid ~r visions ; and we go forward in
confidence that the Master Builder will send other hands
to develope the work that is but just begun.

ii.

ChristaPrema Seva Sangha Ashram, Poona.

(By the Rev. Father Bill Lash, the Acharia of the Ashram .)

An Ashram, to deserve that name at all, must
be to some extent, at least, a place of retirement from
the world, where souls may find peace and leisure to
deepen that communion with God, for which man was
primarily created.
At the same time, in these modern
days and especially in modern India, there is a demand
that even souls whose first object is the search for
God should show fruits of the success of that search
in service of their fellow men. The old ideal of the
Hindu Ashram as a place where men may be free to
concentrate entirely on union with the Absolute, even
if they were men who had already made their contribution to society in the days of their prime, or were
as yet too young to take such responsibilities upon
them. is not now in fashion. In spite of modern
demands and fashion we would maintain that there
is an essential place for those who seek to serve
mankind entirely by that intercession which it seems
to need now as much as at any time in its history.
that the
While maintaining
this it is admitted
Christa Prema Seva Sangha Ashram has attempted
to combine both the necessary degree of retirement
and the service
in activity
which accords with
modern demands.
The Ashram is near to a considerable and ancient
city. It is in a suburb of Poona in which several
colleges and institutions have their place also. It is
not therefore far from the haunts of men. The Math
is built therefore in a way that directs the attention
of the members towards an enclosed garden and away
from the outside world.
Certain rules of silence
are laid down to re-enforce the seclusion of architecture
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with the privacy of quiet. From sunset till nine next
morning the Math is kept in complete silence. From
nine to twelve quiet of a lesser kind is aimed at; so
that the members may concentrate on study and
labours of the mind. The greater silence is kept as
free as possible from outside interruption.
The lesser
silence may be interrupted by those who come on
business. In the afternoon from 3-30 till 6-0 the
ashram is thrown open to the outside world. The
brethren sally forth on their several active errands,
except for those who are left behind to be at the service
of those who are at the same time welcomed within
from without.
The most important work of the ashram is to share
with others the benefits of that degree of retirement
which the members enjoy. Guests, who have come
for a period of spiritual refreshment are never lacking.
Most of these are Christian~. Some are not. All are
equally welcome. There are cells set apart in the Math
for their use. The modes of worship and the form of
social life in the ashram are entirely Indian, so that
those who come may be unhampered by a strange
environment in routine matters, and can therefore be
free to devote their minds to the things that matter
more.
The members receive about two and a half years'
training before they may make any promise to remain
under the three vows of poverty, chastity ( or celibacy)
and obedience. After training they must still only
commit themselves for three years. Once again only,
this three year committal may be made. Finally after
six years, with the general approval, they may commit
themselves for life. The purpose of the training and
the vows is to exercise soul.~ in freedom from the
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responsibilities which ordinarily belong to men in the
world, that they may bear other responsibilities.
Poverty frees from the concern with management
of personal wordly concerns that there may be freedom
for spiritual concerns, and for the concerns of those for
which no one else has time or attention to care.
Chastity frees from family concerns that God and a.11
men may have the love and affection and care generally
devoted to family. Obedience frees from the concerns
of a personal career that together with other members
of the sangha offering of the self may be made to God
and mankind.
The routine of the Ashram, as outlined above,
is strictly enforced in the case of those in training.
The aim is to impress so deeply habits of quiet for prayer.
and study that never afterwards, when distractions of
work are allowed a greater place, may they be able to
draw the member completely from these two essential
occupations.
Regular instruction in the spiritual
life and in studies necessary to it and to understanding
and helping the minds and souls of others are given
during this period. Regular manual work forms a
part of the routine, and continues as an obligation
after training has ended. All mem hers share in the
menial work of the ashram.
Those who have passed from the training stage
of sadhak to that of sannyassi are allowed greater
freedom of action with regard to the routine. Here
service of others may make its demands, so long as
they do not deprive the member of too much of the
necessary
element of retirement.
The
world is
brought close to the ashram through a Hall which
juts out from the Math into world and away from
the enclosed garden. It is open night and day for
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those who care to use it for reading the papers
kept in it. Lectures on social, political, literary and
religious subjects are regu1arly given to the public.
Co11ege Professors and others generously give of
their help in the arranging of these lectures. In this
way the ashram takes a definite place in the cultural
life of the city. A Hostel for College students, on
the same compound as the ashram, and under the
direction of one of the brothers, in which a group of
students drawn from the several communities live a
common life together, brings the ashram into constant
touch with the Co Heges. Outside the ashram, work
is taken up by individuals according to their abilities
and qualifications. Some is pastoral ; some intellectual ;
some social. Any form of service, for which there is
a need and which the members are able to undertake,
is accepted.
The ashram method is suited rather to that work
of leavening, to which. Our Lord refers in a parable on
The Kingdom of Heaven, than to direct evangelistic
work. Service should spring naturally and inevitably
from Worship.
In this the Christian ashrams have
an important part to play, not only in the building
up of the life of the Christian Church, but as a part
of Indian society as a whole. To many men in these
days service of humanity presents a call, which
seems quite other than that of the search for and
worship of God. In bearing witness to the essential
connection between the two the Christian ashrams
find themselves sharing a task in common with modern
Hindu ashrams which attempt to maintain the same
Connection. This means that the value of the place
of ashrams in Indian societv can often be better
understood and appreciated by those of other faiths
than can be some other Christian Institutions.
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By the Indian atmosphflre and modes of worship
~nd social life the ashrams have an important part to
play in acclimatising Christianity to India. Through
the members of them, who are not Indian but who
have taken to Indian ways, the experiance of other
parts of Christendom can be brought in to the heritage
of the Indian Church in a way which makes them
assimilable by its members to the enriching of the
traditions, which we shall hand on to others. Clearly
only a few can be called to the kind of life which is
associated with an ashram. The very responsibilities,
from which ashram members are freed by their vows,
are the normal means of discipline by which the
Christian man and woman in the world is built up
in Christian character. It is necessary therefore that
the fruits of the ashram life should be used to
strengthen and add to the nouri5hment of the life of
the whole Church. This ashram, by the readiness of
it~ tnembers to accept invitations to take retreats or
missions or to attend student tamps and other snch
gatherings, attempts to ensure that any peculiar gains
which may come through this life may be at the disposal of all. Throu~h publications, notably a quarterly
review, ideas and ideals are given a wider currency.
Yet is it in the quiet building up of spiritual life
and in humble hidden service, where opportunity for
it occurs, that ultimately the greatest contribution
both to the Church and to society will be made.
The patron of the Sangha is St. Francis of Assisi.
It is a cause for regret that full opportunities for
serving the sick and poor have been lacking in th~
present ashram at Poona. A certain amount of
ministry has been rendered by giving temporary
shelter to • wayfaring men' and in helping the un ..
employed to find work.
The project of a branch
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ashram near Malegaon in the district of Nasik, where
a member of the Third Order of the Sangha, with
his wife, has worked among villagers and lepers for
three years till his death in July 1937, will give
opportunities of service of this kind. The mem hers of
this ashram will be all sannyassis. It will be interesting
what new lessons are to be 1earnt, and what modification in ashram life will be necessary in so different
an environment.
The Third Order is a group of men and women
outside the Ashram, as such members of the Sangha
as those of the First Order who follow the ashram
life. They may be married or unmarried and follow
ordinary vocations in the world. They live under a
Rule of Life, which adopts the regulations which
govern ashram members to the different conditions of
life in the world. The presence in the Sangha of
such a group ensures that the needs of life in the
world will always be before the minds of those who
have to some extent withdrawn from it into the
Ashram. It preserves them from al'l isolation which
might lead to narrowness of mind and spirit; as the
fellowship of those in the world with the Ashram
dwellers keeps before them the essential truth that
service, to be of any eternal worth
must spring
from worship of the Eternal God, and is a protection
to them from the dangers of too greater breadth of
interests to the detriment of depth.
Looking forward to the future it would seem
that ashrams may have a place of increasing necessity
to the Church. However we look at it, there appear
dark days ahead.
The Christian community is
ill-equipped to stand the storms and stresses of a
smalJ, and not too popular, minority in an India under
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wholly Indian, and therefore largely non-christian,
Government.
The monasteries preserved Christian life
and culture through the dark ages in Europe. It
may be that the ashrams with their close - knit
fellowship, both within and with those bound to them
by special ties from without, may have a special part
to play as rallying points of spiritual life. In the
time that remains may God strengthen and establish
them by His grace and power for the fulfilment of
His present purposes for them, and those of the future.
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